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E arly G lim pses of M iddle-earth
M anfred  Z im m erm ann
"It  i s  m e rry  in  sim m er 'w hen  sh aw s b e  s h e e n  an d  s h ra d s  
f u l l  f a i r  an d  le a v e s  b o th  la r g e  an d  l o n g '. W alk in g  in  t h a t  
w ood i s  f u l l  o f  s o la c e . I t s  le a v e s  r e q u ir e  no  r e a d in g .
T h e re  i s  a n o th e r  an d  a  d e n s e r  w ood w h ere  som e a r e  o b lig e d  to  
w a lk  in s te a d , w h ere  saw s a r e  w is e  a n d  s c re e d s  a r e  th ic k  an d  
th e  le a v e s  to o  la r g e  an d  lo n g . T h e se  le a v e s  we m o st r e a d  
(m ore o r  l e s s ) ,  h a p le s s  v ic a r io u s  r e a d e r s , an d  n o t a l l  we 
re a d  i s  s o la c e . T he t r e e  w h ereo n  th e s e  le a v e s  g row  th ic k e s t  
i s  th e  F e s t s c h r i f t ,  a  k in d  o f  g ro w th  t h a t  h a s  th e  p r o p e r ty  
o f  b e a r in g  le a v e s  o f  m any d iv e r s e  k in d s . To a d d  t o  th e  
la b o u r  o f  in s p e c tin g  th em  th e  ta s k  o f  s o r t in g  th em  u n d e r th e  
d e p a r tm e n ts  o f  p h ilo lo g y  to  w h ich  th e y  b e lo n g  w o u ld  ta k e  to o  
lo n g . W ith  a  few  e x c e p tio n s  we m u st ta k e  e a c h  t r e e  a s  i t  
c a n e s ."
T h u s b e g in s  a n  a r t i c l e  h e a d e d  " P h ilo lo g y : G e n e ra l
W orks" by  J .R .R . T o lk ie n  in  w h ich  h e  re v ie w s , a s  h e  h a d  d o n e 
f o r  th e  tw o  p r e v io u s  y e a r s , p u b l ic a t io n s  t h a t  h a d  a p p e a re d  
in  1925 a n d  h a d  b e a r in g s  on  th e  s tu d y  o f  E n g lis h .1
T o lk ie n 's  d i c t i o n ,  h i s  f r e s h  a n d  u n o rth o d o x  a p p ro a c h  to  
l i t e r a t u r e  a n d  p h ilo lo g y , an d  h i s  f a v o u r i te  t r e e - a n d - le a f  
im a g e ry  a r e  i mme d ia t e ly  r e c o g n iz a b le ; in  th e  p h ra s e  in  in ­
v e r te d  comm a s, q u o te d  f r e e ly  fro m  th e  1 6 th  c e n tu ry  G uye o f  
G is b o rn e , we c a n  a lr e a d y  d e te c t  th e  m e tre  o f  th e  S ong o f  th e  
E n ts  a n d  E n tw iv e s  ( I I ,  80- 81) . 2
T h e se  e a r ly  p h i lo lo g ic a l  w r i t in g s  a r e  re m a rk a b le  n o t 
o n ly  f o r  t h e i r  e r u d i t io n , t h e i r  s t y l e ,  an d  t h e i r  hum our 
w h ich  ta k e s  u n n e c e s s a ry  a u s t e r i t y  o f f  s c h o la r s h ip ;  th e y  
o f f e r  i n t e r e s t i n g  in s ig h t s  in to  a  m ind  in  w h ich  M id d le -e a r th  
h a d  a lr e a d y  b eg u n  to  ta k e  s h a p e . T he a u th o r 's  w id e  r e a d in g , 
h i s  lo v e  o f  la n g u a g e s , an d  h i s  d e e p  i n t e r e s t  in  w o rd s an d  
nam es shew  c l e a r l y .
In  th e  e a r l i e s t  o f  th e  th r e e  e s s a y s  (1 9 2 3 ,2 1 ) we f in d  
th e  f i r s t  r e f e r e n c e  -  a s  f a r  a s  I  am aw are  -  in  th e  T o lk ie n  
c o rp u s  t o  th e  e a ld  e n ta  g e w e o rc , ' th e  w o rk s o f  g i a n t s ' ,  a s  
th e  A n g lo -S a x o n s c a l l e d  th e  r u in e d  re m a in s  o f  Roman B r i t a in ,  
th e  n u c le u s  w hence s p ra n g  h i s  c r e a t io n  o f  th e  fam ous r a c e  o f  
th e  E n ts . An a r t i c l e  d e a lin g  w ith  th e  e ty m o lo g y  o f  OE 
fm ea g e a n  i s  d is c u s s e d  (1 9 2 4 ,3 9 ) a n d  b r in g s  t o  m in d  a  p ro m i­
n e n t c h a r a c te r  o f  T he L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s . We s e e  T o lk ie n  
u s in g  f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e  a  k e y -w o rd  o f  h i s  l a t e r  im a g in a tiv e  
w r i t in g s :  " . . .  r u m u r  i s  m y tb o p o e ic "  (1 9 2 4 ,4 3 )._  R u ra l
E n g la n d , e s p e c ia l ly  i t s  p la c e -n a m e s  an d  p e r s o n a l'n a m e s , r e ­
p e a te d ly  r e c e iv e s  lo v in g  m e n tio n . We e n c o u n te r  th e  W eder- 
m ea rc  (1 9 2 5 ,3 9 ) t h a t  so u n d s  s u s p ic io u s ly  l i k e  " R id d e im a rk ', 
a n d  a  r i v e r  "W enning , a  t r ib u t a r y  o f  th e  L une ( ! )  in  
L a n c a s h ire "  ( 1 9 2 3 ,3 1 ) . T he e v e n ts  a t  B re e  c a n e  to  m ind  w hen 
w e r e a d : "T he fa m ily -n a m e  h i s to r y  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  b y  a  s tu d y
o f  th e  p ro g e n y  o f  R o b e rt (know n a l s o  t o  h i s  f r i e n d s  a s  N ob, 
H ob, B ob, a n d  D ob) . . . "  ( 1 9 2 5 ,3 9 ) . " E g id iu s  G i l l e s "  i s  
th e  t i t l e  o f  a n  a r t i c l e  in  a  F e s t s c h r i f t  ( 1 9 2 5 ,4 8 ) . I n  h i s  
re m a rk s  o n  a  p ro p o se d  U n iv e rs a l S c r ip t  h i s  a e s th e t i c s  o f  
s c r i p t  w h ich  w e re  t o  in f lu e n c e  h i s  E lv is h  a lp h a b e ts  seem  t o  
s h in e  th r o ugh T a k in g  s ig n s  o u t o f  d iv e r s e  an d  d i s p a r a te  
sy s te m s  a n d  t r y in g  to  am alg am ate  th em  in to  o n e  c a n  o n ly  r e ­
s u l t  in  u g l in e s s  w h ic h  w i l l  p r e v e n t i t s  a c c e p ta n c e : " ( I t )
i s  n o t b e a u t i f u l ,  a n d  th e  e y e  i s  c r i t i c a l  a n d  i r r i t a b l e ,  a n d  
m u st b e  hum oured" (1 9 2 4 ,5 3 ) .
T o lk ie n 's  s e n s e  o f  h u n o u r i s  q u i te  o f te n  r e f l e c te d  in  
h i s  e s s a y s  ( e .g .  1 9 2 3 ,2 8 ; 1 9 2 4 ,2 5 ; 1 9 2 4 ,4 7 -4 8 ; 1 9 2 4 ,5 2 ) , b u t 
w h e re  h e  s e e s  in c omp e te n c e  a t  w o rk , i t  c a n e s  i n  f o r  s c a th in g  
re m a rk s  th o u g h  p a c k e d  p o l i t e l y  (1 9 2 3 ,3 4 -3 6 ) . A t th e  a id  o f  
th e  f i r s t  o f  th e  a r t i c l e s  h e  g iv e s  a n  i mp a s s io n e d  d e fe n s e  o f  
p h i lo lo g y , fo re s h a d o w in g  th e  b a t t l e  b e tw e e n  th e  l in g u i s t s  
an d  th e  l i t e r a t i  th a t , o c c u p ie d  h im  f o r  a  p e r io d  l a t e r  o n  in  
h i s  O x fo rd  c a r e e r  (1 9 2 3 ,3 6 -3 7 ) . 3
S a n e  o f  h i s  s ta te m e n ts  seem  to  h a v e  r o o ts  i n  h i s  m y th - 
o p o e ic  im a g in a tio n  a n d , th o u g h  u s e d  in  c r i t i c i s n  o f  s c h o la r ­
l y  p u b l ic a t io n s , m ig h t e q u a lly  w e ll b e  a p p lie d  t o  h i s  
im a g in a tiv e  w r i t in g s . H e i s  in t r ig u e d  b y  a  b o o k  cm th e
E n g lis h  la n g u a g e  in  A m erica , e s p e c ia l ly  by  th e  c h a p te r  on  
th e  h i s to r y  a n d  fo rm a tio n  o f  A m erican  p la c e -n a m e s  (1 9 2 5 ,6 4 ) . 
T he r e a s o n  m ig h t b e  t h a t  w hen h e  s e t  o u t to  'd i s c o v e r ' th e  
nam es o f  g e o g ra p h ic a l f e a tu r e s  o f  M id d le - e a r th , T o lk ie n ’s  
s i t u a t i o n  w as m uch l i k e  t h a t  o f  th e  e a r ly  s e t t l e r s .  A 
p a s s a g e  a b o u t a  c e r t a in  s tu d y  b e in g  f i r e d  by  " th e  a l l u r e ­
m ent o f  th e  r i d d le  o f  th e  p a s t"  (1 9 2 4 ,6 5 ) c o u ld  s e rv e  to  
d e s c r ib e  h i s  own "am az in g  ( . . . )  la b o u r s  ( o f )  th e  r e c a p tu r in g  
o f  f i t f u l  an d  t a n t a l i z i n g  g lim p s e s  in  th e  d a rk "  ( i b i d . )  in  
th e  c r e a t io n  o f  h i s  R in g .
W hat h e  s a y s  o f  th e  s t a t e  o f  In d o -E u ro p e a n  p h ilo lo g y  in  
th e  e a r ly  tw e n tie s , a f t e r  th e  d is c o v e ry  o f  T o k h a ris h  an d  
H i t t i t e ,  m ig h t b e  s a id  o f  th e  th e n  s t a t e  o f  M id d le -e a r th  in  
th e  m ind  o f  i t s  m ak er o r  o f  th e  p r e h is to r y  o f  M id d le -e a r th  
a s  s e e n  b y  th e  T h ird  Age H o b b its  ( o r  b y  u s  a f t e r  r e a d in g  T he 
L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s ) : " . . .  th e  p r e h is to r y  o f  E u ro p e  an d
N e a re r  A s ia  loom s d a rk  in  th e  b a c k g ro u n d , an  i n t r i c a t e  w eb, 
w hose ta n g le  we m ay now g u e s s  a t ,  b u t h a rd ly  h o p e  to  u n ra v e l"  
(1 9 2 4 ,2 7 ).
T h e se  e s s a y s , h a v in g  a t  f i r s t  s i g h t  h a rd ly  an y  r e l a t i o n  
to  T o lk ie n 's  l i t e r a r y  a c h ie v e m e n ts  o f  l a t e r  d e c a d e s , p ro v id e  
an  u n e x p e c te d  an d  s u r p r is in g  o p p o r tu n ity  t o  s e e  a  m y th o p o e ic  
m ind  a lr e a d y  a t  w o rk , w eav in g  a  v a s t  an d  i n t r i c a t e  w eb o f  
m yth  a n d  h i s to r y .
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